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Concertino for Piano and Strings

This composition arose from re-reading Dante’s Divine Comedy: a work I first encountered in my Sophomore Year at Oberlin. It stirred me then; it does now, even more.

Dante's journey—from Hell, through Purgatory, to Heaven—was described by him in terms that were contemporary; some of the imagery he employed in the early 14th
century is now distant to us. But the journey itself, the inward emotional and ethical drama he describes, has a power and meaning which resonates in any century.

And so, in 2012, I was inspired to see whether, perhaps, I might find a purely musical, instrumental way of expressing what I felt. In that first form, as a sextet, it was
premiered at Manhattan School of Music, with Joanne Polk as soloist. What I send you is the revised form (2021).

The movements are titled:

1) "Riding with the Devil"
2) "Purgatory”
3) "A Dance of Life"

The major innovation, in terms of narrative, is the third movement. I did not think I ought to try to scale "Paradise.” Still, I wanted the sextet to culminate in a place
decidedly different from where it began. So this movement is titled "A Dance of Life." It's largely in 5/8 time.

As I said, the composition began with thoughts about Dante. It also had a second large source of inspiration. Throughout the creation of this work I was assisted profoundly
by thinking about this statement by the great American philosopher, Eli Siegel, with whom I had the honor to study in my 20s:

“The resolution of conflict in self is like the making one of opposites in art.”

There are various conflicts which, through the language of music, I tried to deal with in this Sextet. Most obviously: intensity and serenity—the desire all people have for energy,
and the desire, equally strong in us, for calm.

There are many technical ways I went about trying to reconcile these opposites, and yet have them be in as dramatic and surprising a relation as possible. I'll point to just one
way, which you can see in the very opening measures of the sextet.

Its opening solo for the piano. seems to be a clear, rhythmically steady stream of eighth notes, grouped in 6/8. But there's a cross-rhythm here: the implied harmonies during
this solo shift every five eighths. (The Devil—after all—is a trickster!) And while the movement is intense, in its Coda (p.32) I put a series of brightly ringing chords, growing
ever calmer: ever more sustained and resonant. A vision, perhaps, in the midst of Hell of what Heaven might be.
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